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A COMPARATIVE STUNY OF THE EFFECT O SUBLIMINAL
MBSSAGES ON PUBLIC SPRAKING ABRILITY

This report will Aescribe a study which examines the effect of
subliminal messagas on public speaking ability. Speculation on the
affect of subliminal messages is common in the popular litaraturel
but little has been done to evidence such speculation in groundeAd terms.
Advertisements claim subliminel messages can be used to improve our
lives in many ways. The purpos; of thisstudy is to examine such a
clain in & concrete marrer which provifes more substantiation than
mere spéculation.

Midwest Research, under the trademark of Subconscious to
Conscious Without Limitation (SCWL), produces 71 audio casseite programs
which claim to help the user improve his/her life by helping him/her
iose weight, stop smoking, control stress, improve sexual satisfaction,
overcoms fears, control Arinking, improve study habits, improve in
golf, and improve in many other areas. Program #57, "ffective
Speaking, claims to help the user gain poise and confidence in public
speaking.2

The purpose of thisgtudy is to investigate the effectiveness of
subliminal techniques for improving public speaking ability. The
operational hypothesis of this investigation states: Students who
use subliminal tape progrsms Aesigned to improve public speaking
ability will perform no Aifferently than classmates who listen to
13entical sounding placebo tape programs containing no subliminal
messages.,

As a professor of public speaking, I have ssen references to




subliminal programs which meke claims of‘uSqr improvement in public
speaking an? have viewed such claims with skepticism. I have felt
advertisenents in the popular me4ia which make these claims are
nothing more than unethical approaches to swindling people out of
their money. I A0 not understand how listening to a tape, which Aoes
not have a conscious message, can improve public speaking ability.

However, I am also aware a large segmant of the American culture
has been exposed to such claims through magazines, newspapers, anAd
television. While I have Risco;nteﬂ such claims to be false I cannot
assumn cthers will as well. Ju”zing bty the continued groth of such
subliminal programming, it is obvious many people beliave these
programs woerx. Thus, as a social scientist an? a professor of public
speaking, I have been moveA to study the effect of subliminal messages
on public speaking ability.

If the academic cormmunity can Aisprove the claimesd effacts of
these types of subliminal programs then we will Ao the public a sarvice
by sharing our research. If our research substantiates such claims
are legitimate, or partially legitimate, then we can also share our
findings. If the latter is true, parhaps we can further investigate
how such subliminal programming works an? use it to benefit our teaching.
Although I am skeptical, I Ao not believe it is fair to Aismiss claims
of subliminal success simply because it is a new and unsubstantiated
approach, Otherwise, the world might still be flat.

Review of literature Aealing with the success of subliminal

messages in mo”ifying behavior irdicates a lack of substantiaten

research in this area. There are a variety of works whick speculale
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on the effacts of suhliminal mnssagos3 but few of these can
substantiate their claims, The following raview provides a Asscriotion
of some of the more grounAeA works.
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visual, anA olfactory stimuli which are below the lavel of conscious
awarenass,’” Further research indicates messages flashed on a movie
scraen avery five seconds for about 1/1000 of a second, furing a film,
have proven to affact audience behavior.’ It is important to
acknowledge that +his Yechnigue will rot influence anyonz vwho is not
already predisposed to tne specific suggestion given.6 Thus, an
in?iviAual coul” not be influenceA to ax murAer a random viclim unless
he/she was already predisposed to such an iFea,

George Smith, author of Mctivation Research in Advertising an<

Marketing, affirms "There is evidence that people can be affecteA by
subthresholA stimulation; for example, a person can be conditioneAd to
odors an”? sounds that are just outside the range of conscious
awareness".7 Corrigan an? Becker found information can oe subliminally
communicated to the unconscious an? than used later by the recipient
at the conscious level,®

Silverman Aescribes an experimental Aesign using symbiotlc
fantacies for alleviating anxiety. His procedure involved the use of
a tachistoscope, a projector which quickly flashes visual ctimuli, to

subliminelly project worAs such as "Mommy and I are One".9

In 1986,
the U.S. federal govermment inclula? the same technique in a stress
management seminar for federal executives, The subiiminal messages

included *I am calm®, *I Aeserve to feel safe”, and "Mommy and I are

one®. The last message, according to the seminar psychologist "givas




people a fealing of safety an- Spcurity".lo

Silverman has ovarseern roughly 50 studies which Aemonstrate
subliminal presentation of emotionally charged messages can initiate
unconscious thoughts anAd feelings an? aventually slter behavior.1l
Furthermore, he has “erived that wish relateA subliminal stimuli arnA
the power to activate psychoAynamic processes can affect overt
behavior, 12

The effective use of audio subliminal messages has been claimeA
in a variety of areas. Borgeaé, Chabot, anA Chaloult report positive
results in thieir study of =mckers, alccholics ant obsse patients who
were subliminally influence?® to reAuce cigarette, alcohol, an? fooA
intake.13 Hollingworth describes two studies which utilizeA subliminal
messages to reduce theft. The studies highlight the significant
reduction of shrinkage in an Australian supermarket and stores in the
U.S.lA Sim:lar, but even more effactive, results were eviAenced in an
investigation involving New Orleans area supormarkets.l5

Parker showeA that subliminal messages were effective in
improving aca”qemic performance., Sixty law students were AivideA into

three groups of 20. The results indicate” that the two experimental

groups (using the subliminal tapes) earnes significantly kigher grades

than the control group (using placebo tapes).16 Similarly, the focus

of this stury is concerneAd with the practical application of subliminal

comnunication for improving academic parformance, specifically in the

public speaking course.

SCWL (Subconscious to Congcicus Without Limitation) Program #57,

Effective Speaking, was chosen for study after I read about the tape in

several editions of the Chronicle of Higher ﬁﬁgcation.17 I contacted




the parent organrization (Midwest Research) and they consented to my
request to tast the program. They informed me their subliminal
scripts Aeal with self imags, attitude, and confidence in addition to
the topic of the particular program.

Midwest Research supplisd me with 4O tapes of program #57 free of
charge. Half of the tapes contained the subliminal program and the
other half were plateblo tapes (with no subliminal messages). The tapes
were numbered but I was not informed which tapes were subliminal or
placebo until the Aata collection was finished.

The study was carried out Auring the winter quarter of 1987 at
the University of (incinnati. Two sections of the public speaking
course, which I tauzht, were offared the opportunity to participate in
the study. A total of 26 students successfully participatsd in the
study. A number of other studants were given tapas after the study
began, the sxperiment began the first day of class and some students were
absent, but these students are not included in the final analysis since
they Ai4 not participate in the full course of the outlined investigation.

Thirtesn students (the experimental grour) received sublinminal

tapes and 13 students (the control group) received placebo tapes. All

the tapss, to the conscious ear, were sounds of ocean waves, ssagulls, anA

crickets. Instructions to participants includad ths following:

1. Participation is not required. You will not be penaiized for

non-participation or rewarded fonr perticipetion.

2. A company which produces self improvemsnt tapes has provided

me with these tapes for study fres of charge. The company

claims some of thess tapes can improve your public speaking

ability. I am interested in testing their claim.




3. You will recsive a tapas if you choose to participate. Play it
as often as you like (pre.i‘erably 3-7 times a wwek), Mark the
casse.te case each time you listen to it so I will know how
many times you played it Auring the term. I will collect the
tapes at the end of the term.

4« Tondt 1isten to the tape while Ariving or working with machinary.
You can play the taps while working around houss, cooking,
cleaning, studying, wetching.telavision, eating or similar
activities, ‘

Bach student signed a Research Bnrollment AcknowleAdgement which

furthsr Adescribed my intentions with the information to be learneA.
A pre-testsurvey was conducted the day I passed out the tapes. A
post-test written survey was conductad the Aday I collected the tapes,
The survays are included in the appaniix of this papar. The test
covered a ten week period (January 5, 1987 - March 12, 1987),

Tapes weres passad out randomly to studsnts. BRach tape had a code
number on #t. Students indicated their code number on their pre-test
survey. Midwest Regsearch sent me a list, at ths end of the study, reveal-
ing wnich tape cade numbars noted subliminal tapss and which notsd
placebo tapes.

Expsrimental Nesign

Pre-tast Treatment -Post=test
Rxparimental survey Home use of subliminal Survey & final
group program for 10 wesks course grads
Control survey Home use of ‘placebo Survey & final
group program for 1C wseks course grade

As stated in the expsrimental design, student ability was




evaluatad by both the stutent an? the instructor. This approach was
helpful to gauge possible -ffectg_of the self-fulfilling prophecy.

‘The analysis of findirgs is based on the Aata acceptsd as
avidence. Mata accepted as evidence consists of the pre-test survey,
post-test survey, and ths final grade in the courwe. This information
is summarized in the six tables which follow.

Table #1 - -
AGE, CLASS, AND SEX

18-28 29-38 39-48 49-58 504+

Subliminal 10 2 1 0 0
Placebo 12 1 0 0 0
Table # 2

GROUP AVTRAGES BASED ON CREDIT HOURS ATTEMPTED AND CURRENT GRANE
POINT AVERAGE (ON A 4.0 G.P.A. SCALR)

CreAit Hours Attempted Nuring Quarter
Subliminal 15.45
Placebo 15,15

Current Grade Point Avarage

Subliminal 2.8
Placeho 2.73
Table #3

RXPRCTED GRANE IN COURSE (PRR-TERST AND POST-TEST)

A B c 0 F

Subliminal Pre-test 1 12 0 0 0
Post~test 2 9 2 0 0

Placebo Pre-test 4 8 1 0 0
Post-test v 12 1 0 0




Table #4
SRLF PERCEPTIONS OF PUBLIC SPEAKING ABILITIES (PRE-TEST AND POST-TEST)

SA - strongly agres =
A - agrees

N - nsutral

N - Alsagree

SN - strongly Adisagres

I an comfortable speaking to a group of peopls.

Subliminal SA AN D SO
Pre-tast 0 3 4 51
Post-test 3 6 4 0O
Placebo .
Pre-test 1 1 6 50
Post-tast 3 6 4 0O

I am easily understood when I speak to a group of people.

Subliminal SA A ND SV
Pre-test 0 4 4 5 0
Post-test l1 8 310
Placebo

Pge- test 0 6 5 2 0
Post-test 2 7 4L 0 O

I am confident speaking in front of a group of psople.

Subliminal SA AN n S
Pre-~test 1l 2 5 4 1
Post-test 2 5§ 6 0 O
Placebo

Pre-tast 0 3 3 61
Post-test 3 4L 510
I am an effective public speaker.
Subliminal SA AN D S
Pre-tast 0 1 7 4 1
Post-tast 0O 4L 810
Plucebo

Pre-tast 0 2 7 4 O
Post~-test 2 7T 4 0 O

(continued)
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I am a better public speaker than most of my friends.

Subliminal SA AN » 8P
Pre-tast 0 3 4 517
Post-test 0 47 2 0
Placebo

Pre-tast 0 2 5 6 0
Post-test 4 4L 5 0 O

I think I will enjoy/I enjoyed my exparisnces in my rublic speaking class.

Subliminal SA AND S
Pre-~test 3 8 2 00
Post-test L 7 2 0 O
Placebo

Pre-tast 3 8 2 0 0
Post-test 8 4 1 ¢ O
Table # 5

GROUP AVERAGES BASED ON USAGRE OF TAPE AND SPEECH PREPARATION

Pinal Course Grade (average of each group)
Subliminal 2,23 (on a 4.0 scale) C
Placebo 1.8 (on a 4.0 scale) C-

Average number of times taps was played each week
Subliminal 3 times (30 minutes each time/zide)
Placebo 3 times (30 minutes each time/side)

Average number of hour spant preparing for each spm«ch

Subliminal 2 hours & 20 minutes
Placebo 3 hours

Table #6
TYPE OF TAPE PLAYFR USED AND OVERALL COMMENTS

Type of tape player used Portable Stereo System No Indication

Subliminal 4 8 1

Placabo 6 7 0

Overall Corments. Tape was:  Relaxing  Peculiar/Unpleasant No Indication
Subliminal 4 4 5

Placebo 7 5 1

Table One indicates most of ths participants were in the 18-28

age group and in' their freshmen and sophomore years. The entire sample

-~ population consisted of 13 males and 13 females.
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Table Two shows studants of both groups were similar in credit
hours attempted Auring the testeA quarter and in their grade point
avarages at the start of ths test period. Both groups avaraged just
over 15 credit hoursattemptsd and grade point avarsges of 2,73 (placebo
group) and 2.8 (subliminal group).

Table Three indicates student expsctations of thair course grades.
Expectations within both groups centered in the "B" range. Grade
expectation averagas dropped slightly, within the "B" rangs, between the
pre-test and pest.test su-veys.

" Table Four outlines student salf perceptions of thair public
speaking abilities, Both groups indicated similar improvament in their
abilities to speak.comfortably in front of an audience. Bpth groups
indicateAd similar improvement in their perceptions of how well they
were understood by audience membars. Both groups indicated similar
improvemant in their levals of confidence when speaking in front of an
audiance.

Both groups indicated improvement in their perceptions of their
effactivenass as public speakers, with the placaebo group avaluatirg
themselves higher in this area. Both groups irdicated improvement in
their perceptions of their public speaking abilities in comparison
with their frisnds, but the placebo group noted higher ranking in this
area on the post-test survey. Studant pre-test percaptions of possible
enjoyment of public speaking class experiances were the same in both
groups. However, the placebo group indicated a higher level of
enjoyrent én the post-test survey.

Tablolrivo lists group averagas basesA on final grades in the

courss, average number of times the tape was played each week, and

12
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the average number of hours spant pr-pafing for sach spmach. The
subliminal group received a higher final course grade average (2.23)
than the placebo group (1.8). The averages are on a 4.0 scale,
Members of both groups indicated they listened to their taps an average
of three times a week. BRach sidc of the tape plays for 30 minutaes.
The subliminal group members indicated they averagad Z hours & 20
minutes preparing for each spsach an?® the placebo group averaged
3 hours preparing for sach spsech.

Table ,ix notes the types.of tape playsrs uced by the students and
their overall c.~ments regarding the tapss. Moit students used a
stereo system and a smaller portion us;a a portable taps player. The

placebo group indicated the tape was relaxing (slightly over half) and

peculiar/unpleasant (slightly under half). Five members of the subliminal

group had no comment on the tape anA the remaining eight membars were
aqually Aivided in their evaluation of the tape being relaxing and
peculiar/unpleasant.

The conclusions of this study are based on the purpose of the
8tudy and the operational hypothasis. The purpose of this study was
to-4nvestigate the effectiveness of subliminal techniquas fer improving
public speaking ability. The oparational hypothesis states: Students
vho use subliminal tape programs Adesigned to improve public speaking
ability will perform no differently than classyites who listen to
identical sounding placsbo tape programs contaiﬁing no subliminal
nmessages.

The aforamentionsd hypothesis iz rajscte? bamed on the Aata

collacted Auring the stuly. Most importantly, the public speaxing

average final course grate for the subliminal (experimental) group was

13
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of how often the tape iz listened to. Stulents in this study listened

+43 (on a 4.0 scals) higher than the placebo (control) group. The
subliminal g1oup avaraged a 2.23_graao avarage for the courss and the
placebo group avaragad 1.8. This differance is not radically |
significant but it does warrant acknowleAgament as a possible affact
of subliminal tape usags.

Studant self analysis, on tha pre-test and post-test, 414 not
differ much although variations ware "evidenced. The variations were
in areas of public speaking ability compared with friends, enjoyment
of the course expariences, and spaach preparation time. The placebo
group membars evaluated themselves higher in effectiveness, public
speaking ability compared with friends, and enjoyment of the course
axpsriences, The placebo group members also averaged 3 hours preparation
time for sach speech compared to 2 hours & 20 minutes by the
subliminal group members, 04dly enough, as previously mentioned, the
subliminal group perfo.med .43 (on a 4.0 scals) higher on the final
course grade average than the placebo group.

Thus, placebo group members evaluated their abilities slightly
higher than the subliminal group, but the subliminal group Aid better
on the final course grade average than the placebo group. The
significance of the Aifferences in final course grade sverages can be
argued but, based on the findings of this study, this Aifference
substantiates the need for further research on the effectiveness of
subliminal programming.

Further research could addresr thres primary areas. First,
replicat.on of the experimental des’in used in this stuly ‘o investigate
s possible consistency of findings. Second, stuly of the importance

14




to their tapss an average of three times a week. If they listened
to them twitse as much would the pfograming be twice as affective?
Third, study of how this type of subliminal programming might be
effactive.

The use of subliminal programming poses interesting possibilities
in a variaty of areas in adAition to public speaking. AdAitional
research is needed to verify the claims made by organizations which
produce such subliminal programming. This _iudy is intended to serve

as groundwork for such verification efforts.
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9T TvPE ON THIS SIDE

A. B. DICK 26-101 1,

APPENDIX (POST-TEST)

Name

Tapef

Age 18-28 29-38  39-L8
Class Freshman Sophomore
Sex Male Female

Creé@it Hours *his quarter

L9-58 59+

Junior Senior

Grade expssted to earn in thiscourse A BCDF

Current Crads Foint average

{G.P.A.)

————————

SAANDSD I am comfortable speaking to a group of people.

SAANDSD I ameasily understedd when I speak to a group of people,

SAANDSD I am confident speaking in front of & group ef people.

SAANDSD I am an effective publie speaker.

SAANDSD I am a better public speaker than most of my friends.

SAANDSD T enjoyed my experiences in my public speaking elass,

What kind of tape player(s) did you play *he tape en?

How many hours a week {average) did you listen to the tape?(Sun total

hours divided by nine)

How many hours (average) did you spend preparing for each speech?

Comments about the msage of the tapes

17



A. 8. DICK 26-1011 TYPE ON THIS SIDE

APPENDIX (PRE-TEST)

Name

Tape #

Age  18-28  29-38 3948 k958 5o

Class  Freshman Sophomore Junior Senior
Sex Male Female
Credit Hours this quarter
Grade expected to earn inthis cowrse A B € D F
Current Grade Point Average (G.P.A.)
Please respond to the following statements using the folle-ing 3cale,
SA « strongly agree
A = agree
N = neutral
D « disagree
SD « strongly disagree
SAANDSD I am comfortable speaking to a group of people,
SA ANDSD I am easily understood when I speak to a group of people.
SAANDSD I an confident speaxing in frent of a Pmip el people.
SAANDSD I am an effective public speaker.

SA ANDSD I anm a better public speaker than most of my friends,

SAANDSD I think I will enjoy sy experiences in my public speaking
<¢lass.,




